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ABSTRACT
Background: Chlamydia is the most common bacterial sexually transmitted disease (STD) in adolescents, and may have severe
consequences such as pelvic infections, cervical cancer and infertility if left untreated. Studies have determined that young people
have several barriers towards getting tested for STD. This study seeks not only to address the barriers to STD testing but also to
understand them and thereby improve the quality of care in an outpatient clinic and increase screening rates.
Methods: The study uses a phenomenological, hermeneutical approach through qualitative interviews. Four focus groups with a
total of 22 participants in the age between 16-25 years were conducted for this study.
Results: It was found that testing for STD is still associated with stigmatization and our findings indicate that testing for STD
should undergo normalization. At the same time health care providers face a major challenge in advising young people due to the
lack of knowledge and the fear of being reprimanded.
Conclusions: None of the participants were aware of our clinic. Changes were made in the outpatient clinic to consider the needs
of the young people. We implemented non-invasive screening methods for those attending asymptomatic screening, introduced
both nurse-led consultations and anonymous counseling regarding STDs and testing.
Key Words: Qualitative research, Barriers, Sexually transmitted diseases, Stigma
1. INTRODUCTION
Sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) are a public health
problem among both adolescents and young adults between
the ages of 15-25 years. 25.841% were tested positive for
Chlamydia in Denmark in 2013, and the incidence of Gonor-
rhea is increasing rapidly.[1, 2] Every fourth person in Den-
mark will before the age of 25 test positive for STD. However,
the number of patients attending screening is falling in Den-
mark and approximately 50% of STDs are asymptomatic;
therefore, it is important to increase the screening rate among
this group.
The most common STD among this group is Chlamydia. In
most cases, Chlamydia infections are asymptomatic, but may
have severe consequences such as pelvic infections, cervi-
cal cancer and infertility if left untreated.[3, 4] Screening for,
or being diagnosed with an STD is often associated with
embarrassment, stigma and anxiety.[5–7] Existing research
shows that young adults feel exposed when getting tested
for an STD, because they worry it will lead to a negative
impact on their social status.[8, 9] Other studies also point out,
that young people choose, not to get tested due to the lack
of knowledge about STDs and argue that young people do
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not perceive themselves at risk of contracting an STD.[10–12]
However, the above mentioned studies did not include impli-
cations on how to address these barriers, and most previous
research pertains to young people who were recruited from
a sexual health clinic.[13–15] There has not been similar re-
search exploring the feelings, attitudes and views on screen-
ing for STD in Denmark. Scandinavia is considered to have
a liberal attitude towards sexuality where love and intimacy
are openly discussed between young people.[16]
2. METHOD
2.1 Purpose of the study
This study aimed to investigate the young people at risk of
contracting an STD, but who have not attended a sexual
health clinic, in order to determine their perspectives on STD
screening. It seeks to illuminate the existing barriers towards
testing and to gain a better understanding of them, in order
to meet the needs of the young people and to increase the
number of asymptomatic patients attending screening.
2.2 Study questions
In order to meet the aim of our study, this study posed two
research questions: (1) what thoughts and expectations do
the young ascribe to the fact that they are to be tested for
sexually transmitted diseases? and (2) which factors could
influence their decision to get tested?
2.3 Study design
The study used a phenomenological, hermeneutical approach
through focus group interviews to generate a depth of un-
derstanding of what young people think about screening
for STDs.[17] Focus group method can be an strategy for
studying community strengths and potential interventions
that have local meaning and utility.[18]
The study was conducted in Denmark, in a university city
with approximately 195,400 citizens. All authors are health-
care professionals at the sexual health clinic, which offers
free testing for STDs. Approximately 93% of all Chlamydia
analysis in Denmark were conducted by general practitioners,
and only 7% were conducted in a hospital setting.[1]
2.4 Sample
This study included four focus groups, consistent of three
to eight participants in each (see Table 1), the interviews
lasted from 82 minutes to 102 min with an average of 94
minutes. The focus groups were arranged by age and gen-
der to increase trust and thereby create a setting, were the
participants felt safe to speak freely and openly. Participants
were recruited from a university and a local high school, and
received both verbal and written information before the inter-
views. All participants signed a written consent form before
the interview began and were guaranteed full anonymity. In
Denmark qualitative interviews do not require the approval
of an ethics committee. One of the four interviews was con-
ducted in a private conference room, located at the hospital,
the rest were conducted in private rooms at the educational
institute of the participants.
Table 1. Classification of focus groups
 
 
Group Composition Median Age in years (range) 
1 4 females 21 (19-23) 
2 3 males 21 (19-23) 
3 7 females 18 (17-19) 
4 8 males 17.5 (16-19) 
 
2.5 Interviews
The first author conducted the interviews and used a semi-
structured interview guide developed for this study, address-
ing the following topics: Feelings and attitudes towards test-
ing, knowledge about STDs, suggestions and ideas of the
ideal testing scenario, and how to address the target group
further. Every interview was initiated with a brainstorm-
ing session related to STD and ended with more specific
questions. The interaction between the participants in fo-
cus groups is considered important[19] therefore the sessions
were planned to include several group exercises and the in-
terviewer aimed for minimal intervention in the beginning of
each session. However, the interviewer needed to ask clarify-
ing questions, such as “Try to explain that?” or “Can you give
me an example?” Also the interviewer made sure to involve
all participants in the session, if necessary. An observer was
present during the interviews to take notes and document
the interaction between the participants. All interviews were
recorded and transcribed into the Nvivo software.
2.6 Data analysis
The design of the study was qualitative and took a
phenomenological-hermeneutical approach. The process
of the analysis interpretation was inspired by Paul Ricoeur’s
Philosophy of Interpretation.[20] This process is an ongoing
movement between three levels: naive reading, structural
analysis and critical interpretation. Naive reading: The entire
text was read several times to get a naive understanding of
the meaning in the text and to grasp a sense of the whole.
Structural analysis: The text was split up into meaning units
by gathering quotes across the data, which expressed what
was said in the text. Through the dialectical process between
explanation and understanding, themes as well as related
subthemes emerged, an example is provided in Table 2. The
aim of the critical interpretation was to draw a deeper under-
standing of the appearing themes. Therefore themes were
discussed in relation to other research and relevant theory,
which opened the text even further.
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Table 2. Examples of analysis
 
 
Meaning units – what is said Units of significance – what it speaks about Themes and subthemes 
“To lie there and spread your legs (pelvic 
examination red.) it’s really... I certainly wouldn’t 
like it. You’re also afraid that they will judge you in 
some way... yeah the fear of having to lie there.” 
The girls are not just afraid of having a pelvic 
examination because of the pain they expect, 
they also feel exposed and unsecure of their 
body. 
Barriers towards testing 
Insecurity 
Fear 
Embarrassment 
 
3. RESULTS
The interviews and following analysis identified three main
themes described below. All of the themes had embarrass-
ment as a common feature and are therefore related to each
other.
3.1 Barriers towards testing
The barriers towards getting tested for STDs were many and
are illustrated in Figure 1. The participants wanted to keep
testing for STD a secret, and involve as few people as possi-
ble in the process. Taking contact to a general practitioner
(GP) was described as inconvenient, because of the waiting
time to get an appointment and having to explain a second
party, like a secretary, that they would like to get tested. This
contributed to the fact, that the participants found it difficult,
to take the initiative to get tested. One of the participants
said:
I myself have contacted my doctor regarding this and it
seems one becomes that. . . (changes her tone of voice)
Why do you want this? Why do you want a check-up?
For what? (the others joined in) You just have a suspicion
and just wants a check-up, but it seems that you have to
justify this.
This indicated that the participants felt stigmatized when
they contacted their GP and that they had to argue for the
testing. The participants would like an alternative way to
apply for testing, with no explanation needed. None of the
participants were aware of the sexual health clinic in Odense
and the option of “walk-in” without any appointment needed.
Furthermore findings indicated that young people may not
get tested unless they have obvious symptoms of an STD:
It could very well be. . . , at least I think, speaking for
myself, if it was just a minor symptom, I would wait
for it to disappear. If you just had unprotected sex once,
probably nothing will happen, you don’t get tested, I
could imagine a lot of people think like that. . . It was just
once, nothing will happen.
In theory the participants knew that they could have an STD
without having any symptoms, but they stated that they would
probably wait to get tested until symptoms would appear.
They did not see themselves as being at risk of getting an
STD and they seemed to be subjected to a feeling of im-
mortality. The girls were more worried about an unwanted
pregnancy and they all expressed an insecurity of when to
get tested if necessary and a concern about wasting the time
of health professionals. Both males and females were afraid
of the examination for STDs. For the youngest female partic-
ipants undergoing a gynecological examination was a barrier:
“Having to lie there and spread your legs, that’s really. . . I
wouldn’t like it anyway. You’re also afraid that they (health-
care personal red.) could judge you in some way. . . yeah
the fear of having to lie there.” They were afraid that the
examination itself would hurt, and at the same time they
would feel exposed, and insecure about their bodies. They
expressed concerns about how they would look different
and wrong compared to others, and that healthcare personal
would notice that. Also the more inexperienced females did
not know what to expect; they believed that a gynecological
examination took up to one hour to perform.
The boys were worried about the urethral swabs: “I still
remember these scary stories, with pretty offensive test meth-
ods. . . where you have to get a swab into (urethra red.). . . ”
None of the male participants felt safe having to get tested
with a swab, and this way of testing created fear and the
expectation of great pain.
Figure 1. Presents an overview of the barriers related to
testing
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3.2 Wish of detachment versus lack of knowledge
All participants would like to get more knowledge and infor-
mation about STDs, but not in the actual testing setting. They
felt it would be humiliating if healthcare workers started to
advise them about safe sex. This kind of advice was consid-
ered as finger pointing and correcting, which the participants
considered to be the last thing they needed: “Well you (health
care professionals red.) can’t just run after them and say:
‘you’ve got to remember to use a condom’, nothing will come
out of that.” Another participant agreed:
It’s probably not a cool situation to get tested at all, I
would probably avoid that another time, but I don’t need,
when I have been tested and tested positive for you to
sit down and talk all educational and say: “that was not
good dude”.
It seems that the participants wanted the advice and guidance
while they were healthy, not when they got an STD. In that
way they tried to distance themselves from personal advice.
At the same time, our study found, that these young people
have a substantial lack of knowledge regarding STDs: “Gon-
orrhea and syphilis I don’t know what that is. . . again we’ve
talked about something with some bubbles?” “Are genital
warts the same as herpes?” “You can only get HIV if you
switch blood.” The participants lacked knowledge both in
regards to the symptoms of different STDs and their mode of
transmission and treatment. This creates a dilemma consid-
ering they do not want advice in a clinical setting, which can
create a professional challenge for the healthcare workers.
3.3 Making testing an ordinary thing
Despite the above mentioned barriers and wish for detach-
ment, all of the participants preferred testing for STDs to
be a normal routine; something all young people have to do.
That would reduce the embarrassment and they would not
feel as stigmatized. “Yeah then it won’t be something like,
oh well I have to see the doctor, it’s a personal matter. . . it
will be more like, I have to see the doctor, it’s that routine
check you know?” At the same time the participants encour-
aged that testing should be more available and that health
care workers should seek to undermine the barriers towards
testing: “It’s just a matter of breaking down that. . . make
something good out of it, a good atmosphere. Maybe not too
old people, trying to recruit people to getting tested. . . you’ll
get, I don’t know. . . beer tickets.” Moreover, all participants
called for more humor and a more relaxed attitude towards
testing. This would make it easier for them to get tested and
to talk about STDs. At the same time, the participants needed
to feel invited, welcome and more importantly, accepted:
Yes, this issue of the solemnity (gravity of testing), has to
be minimized, get it down to earth. It has to be something
normal. You don’t want to be the outsider who does it
(get tested red.). You don’t have to talk to anyone, just
come as you are.
The participants made it clear that testing for STDs has to be
easily available and they agreed that it should be verbalized
to undermine the stigma and the many barriers, by making
testing an ordinary thing.
4. DISCUSSION
Previous research has identified many barriers towards test-
ing for STDs similar to our findings. These include stigma,
shame, lack of knowledge, and method of specimen collec-
tion.[6, 8, 11, 21] These barriers seem to persist regardless of
cultural background and geographic location. Young people
seem to be afraid of getting tested, not only because of the
related stigma, but also because of the specimen collection
and physical examination. Our study points out that young
people do not know what to expect. This increases insecurity
and fear, and results in the rejection of STD testing. Male
participants in our study were aware of the possibility of
urine sampling and wondered why the swab still existed. The
females agreed, that they would consider getting tested if
they could avoid a gynecological examination. This informa-
tion needs to be taken into consideration when evolving new
practices with the aim of increasing screening rates.
All participants liked the idea of getting tested without hav-
ing to involve their general practitioner, whom they may have
known since early childhood. Furthermore, research indi-
cates that general practitioners seem to have barriers against
offering Chlamydia screening if the patient’s problem is not
related to a sexual issue[13] as well as a lack of time.[22] This
conflicts with the fact, that young people want screening
for STDs to be an ordinary thing, which is substantiated by
other studies.[23–26] Participants in this study also wished
for a more relaxed attitude towards testing. Richardson,[6]
argues that the aim of educating young people in regard to
Chlamydia screening should be to remove the seriousness
and scariness aspects of Chlamydia testing and the test itself,
this could help reduce stigma and normalize testing. Our
participants did not want any finger pointing or discussions
regarding their sexuality or behavior. Neither did they want
the health care workers to inform them about STDs and trans-
mission modes. Due to their lack of knowledge this creates a
challenge for health care workers.
Christianson[23] had similar findings in her research and en-
courages focusing on quick and easy testing rather than ex-
tensive counseling. Keeping an open mind and being flexible
in counseling would be preferable. Balfe et al.[27] argue,
that health care professionals need to monitor their own in-
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teraction style with patients, and that they should not use
any moral surveillance methods in their interaction. Also,
Hogan[28] emphasizes that a non-judge-mental attitude, when
offering Chlamydia screening, could help minimizing barri-
ers such as embarrassment.
Critical comments
This study has some limitations. We only included four focus
groups, since sampling turned out to be more challenging
then estimated, which only points out how STDs are still
related to stigma and embarrassment. The number of only
four focus groups can, however, be an adequate number
when working with particular populations,[19] as we did in
our study. The study did not include any demographic data,
which could have been interesting, but not necessarily rel-
evant in relation to our research question. The strength of
our study is, that the participants were recruited from a local
high school and a university, not from a sexual health clinic.
This enabled us to include the frank perspectives, thoughts
and ideas of these young people who had not visited such a
clinic, but are at risk of contracting an STD.
5. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
This study found that a young person does not want to be the
outsider who takes a test and that testing is still related to fear,
stigma and embarrassment. The aim was to meet the needs of
the young people and increase the screening rate. The “walk-
in” clinic at the university hospital, changed its practice in
consideration of the findings: The young people were given
the opportunity to call anonymously for counseling for STDs
and testing. Furthermore opening hours were expanded, to
increase the ease of access. Self-collected vaginal swabs for
females and urine samples for males were implemented for
those attending asymptomatic screening. Since a majority
of patients no longer had to undergo a gynecological exami-
nation, nurse-led consultations for asymptomatic screening
in females and symptomatic screening in males were in-
troduced. Nurses were trained in diagnostic and treatment
regarding STD’s. Communication skills were discussed and
moderated with the aim of removing any finger-pointing and
reducing stigma as well as embarrassment. Our study made
it clear that young people have to overcome many barriers
before attending our clinic; therefore they needed to feel
welcome, which is why we adopted a new slogan: “Come
as you are.” The intention was to create a more welcoming
atmosphere and to indicate that everyone is welcome and at
the same time minimize the gravity of testing.
Since none of the participants in our study knew about the
“walk-in” clinic, it was necessary to advertise. We created
a new homepage, a Facebook account and distributed post
cards and condoms, with our logo. General practitioners
from relevant areas were invited and received information
about the “walk-in” clinic and its offers. A young person,
from outside the clinical setting was hired to administrated
our Facebook account in order to establish an informal tone
with a sense of humor. The participants in our study agreed
to give us feedback by e-mail and comment on our new
measures in order to adjust them if necessary.
During a period of 12 months these implications contributed
to an increase of 35% rise in the number of patients who
visited the clinic for the first time. This confirms the need not
only to investigate the barriers towards screening for STDs,
but also to address them by improving clinical practice in
consideration of those barriers.
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